This study intends to evaluate the impacts of implementing online marketing strategies on Iranian ecotourism industry. The study had eight hypotheses which were designed based on economic, sociological, and cultural aspects of Iranian ecotourism industry. The results indicate that the expansion of online marketing increased the number of foreign tourists who visited Iran's natural tourist attractions, while it had no significant impact on the number of domestic tourists who visited these tourist attractions. The results also indicated that online marketing did not increase the amount of investment in Iranian ecotourism industry. Additionally, online ecotourism marketing did not have a significant influence on the total number of travels to Iran's historical tourist attractions. Respondents believe implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry helps Iran expand its cultural tourism in rural areas and it expands its hospitality industry; they also believe that online marketing helps to create more jobs in Iranian ecotourism industry and to improve working conditions in this industry.
Introduction
Ecotourism is usually defined as responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-being of local people (The International Ecotourism Society, 1990) . Ecotourism has many benefits particularly for the economy of remote areas; ecotourism helps to support livelihood diversification in these areas, has very low market entry barriers, is labor intensive and can potentially grow fast even with unspecialized labor (Das & Chatterjee, 2015; Holland et al., 2003) . On the other hand, the promotion of local livelihoods by using ecotourism has been considered as a vital policy instrument for conserving biodiversity (Cattarinich, 2001; Das & Chatterjee, 2015; Lai & Nepal, 2006; Riasi, 2004; Scheyvens, 2007) . The goal of ecotourism is to provide economic growth, social empowerment, conservation of natural resources and improving livelihood activities (Abbot et al., 2001; Das & Chatterjee, 2015; Kiss, 2004; Salafsky & Wollenberg, 2000; Shah, 2007) . Even though ecotourism is considered as a source of income for many countries, some critics believe that it contributes to environmental destruction (Das & Chatterjee, 2015) . For this reason, many authors suggest that tourism industry has to grow sustainably and environmental issues should be taken into consideration very carefully (Balmford et al., 2002; Holden, 2003; Mihalic, 2000; Sharpley, 2000; Tepelus & Cordobci, 2005) . The main purpose of ecotourism is to provide financial benefits and empowerment for local residents (Mohamadi Kermani & Hoseinian, 2001) . In order to expand ecotourism industry and to convince potential tourists to choose ecotourism, it is important to use disparate marketing strategies. One of the best ways to attract more visitors to these tourist attractions is to use online marketing (Riasi, 2004) . With the rapid evolution of information technology in today's world, tourism industry has entered an E-commerce age (Guo et al., 2014) and online marketing is one of the core contributors to this change. Tourists are becoming more and more dependent on online travel agencies (OTAs) for planning their trips (Guo et al., 2013) , but online marketing is not limited to OTAs; providing online hotel reservation services, virtual tours, e-brochures and travel guides, and itinerary planning websites are other examples of online marketing in ecotourism industry.
Internet has helped ecotourism firms provide information about ecotourism destinations and facilitate travel arrangements (Dorsey et al., 2004) . In recent years, Iranian ecotourism industry started to use online marketing strategies in order to attract more tourists from around the world. It is necessary to evaluate the effects of implementing these online marketing strategies on Iranian ecotourism industry to see whether these strategies helped this industry to become more profitable or not. Tourism can be considered as an alternative form of export because it helps to create new jobs, contributes to improving a country's balance of payments, and helps to generate tax revenues (Archer, 1995; Belisle & Hoy, 1980; Davis et al., 1988; Durbarry, 2002; Khan et al., 1990; Pablo-Romero & Molina, 2013; Riasi, 2004; Uysal & Gitelson, 1994; West, 1993) ; therefore tourism industry and in particular ecotourism industry are considered as engines of economic growth for a country. There is some evidence that tourism fosters growth to a greater extent in low-income countries compared to high-income countries (Eugenio-Martín et al., 2004; Lee & Chang, 2008; Seetanah, 2011) . This study intends to evaluate the effects of online marketing on disparate aspects of this industry including economic, sociological, and cultural aspects.
Ecotourism industry and online marketing
Ecotourism industry can be defined in various ways, and for this reason many different terms are used to introduce this industry, including nature tourism, low-impact tourism, green tourism, bio-tourism, and ecologically responsible tourism (Tuohino & Hynonen, 2001) . Governments usually define ecotourism industry as a financial source for their countries while environmental organizations generally insist that ecotourism is nature-based, sustainably managed, conservation supporting, and environmentally educated (Buckley, 1994; Tuohino & Hynonen, 2001 ). According to Hassan (2000) "It is critical for future destination development plans to be compatible with market needs and environment integrity for the industry to maintain its economic viability". One important issue in ecotourism industry is that the concept of ecotourism is not well understood in many countries. Ahmad (2014) in a study on Brunei Darussalam found that although many people acknowledge the importance and appropriateness of ecotourism, but they do not have sufficient knowledge about the concept of ecotourism. This is while the government of Brunei Darussalam supports the natural tourist attractions of the country and ecotourism has been identified as an appropriate type of tourism to be developed in this country (Ahmad 2014; Ahmad, 2011; GBD, 2007) .
Iranian ecotourism industry is relatively new, and has a great potential for growth since there are many natural attractions in different regions of this country. Currently most of these tourist attractions are not listed as tourist destinations by travel agents and this is mainly due to the low amount of investments in this industry (Omrani, 2011) . The main reason that investors are practically reluctant to invest in this industry is that there is not too much demand for visiting these natural tourist attractions. This is mainly because there is not enough advertisement on ecotourism (Asgharizade & Mousavi, 2012) . Internet provides a noble electronic commerce medium for ecotourism; it provides the primary mechanism for promoting ecotourism opportunities and for planning ecotourism experiences (Donohoe & Needham, 2008) . Although in online marketing the audience is more fragmented, but the companies have the possibility to combine various types of information in one intricate message (Gurau, 2008) and this makes online marketing more interesting for travel agencies. The advance of Internet technology has contributed to the online marketing of ecotourism destinations to a large extent (Lai & Shafer, 2005) . In recent years there have been new efforts to use online marketing to increase the profitability of Iranian ecotourism industry. There are now many websites which offer one-day tours to Iran's natural tourist attractions and many travel agents have worked with their international partners in order to attract foreign visitors (Mohamadi Kermani & Hoseinian, 2001) . Records show that the number of Iranian ecotourism marketing websites has been largely increased in recent years and it seems that this trend is likely to be continued, because the growing number of internet users in Iran will help these websites to attract more viewers each year (Fig. 1 ).
Iran has always been famous for its historical tourist attractions among foreign travelers but in recent years the implementation of online marketing strategies helped the country's ecotourism industry attract more foreign travelers and to increase its annual foreign exchange earnings (Rezaii et al., 2013; Riasi, 2004) . In order to achieve competitive advantage over international rivals, Iranian industries should pay more attention to market demands (Amiri Aghdaie et al., 2012; Riasi, 2015a; Riasi, 2015b; Riasi & Asadzadeh, 2015) ; this is particularly true for Iranian ecotourism industry since there is currently a large gap between tourists' demands and available facilities. Ecotourism can contribute to the economic growth of a region if it will be taken seriously. Mohammadi et al. (2012) performed a study on Seydan -a historical place in Southwest Iran-in order to find the effects of ecotourism on the economic development of this region; their results suggested that ecotourism significantly contributed to the economic growth of this region. According to Mobaraki et al. (2014) one of the best ways to develop ecotourism is to better identify disparate regions that have capacity for attracting tourists; they also suggest that creating infrastructures in these regions is an important issue. In another research, Firoozi et al. (2012) found a meaningful relationship between the absence of advertisement and ecotourism marketing and the number of tourists who visited Bavan Valley which is a famous ecotourism destination in Southern Iran. Qaemi (2012) in a study about ecotourism of Qeshm islandan ecotourism destination in Persian Gulf-found a positive relationship between tourism destination brand awareness, brand equity, brand image, and brand loyalty. In another study, Azad et al. (2014) found that pricing strategy, tourism services and amenities, content of trip, marketing mix elements, and brand equity had a meaningful impact on gaining competitive advantage in tourism industry. Persuading foreign investors to invest in Iranian green industries will enable these industries to take advantage of new production technologies, supply chain management methods (Riasi, 2015a) , and marketing strategies. Another important issue in online marketing is brand management. A large number of foreign tourists who visit Iran are backpackers. Backpackers are usually young tourists who participate in small and self-arranged travel groups (Hsu, 2014; Theuns, 1992) . Online ecotourism marketing websites are a very good source of information for backpackers and in many cases these websites are the only available source of information for them during their trips. A major consideration for online ecotourism marketing websites is that they should provide special webpages for backpackers and they should have in mind that a lot of heterogeneity exists within specific backpacker segments (Ateljevic & Doorne, 2005; Hecht & Martin, 2006; Maoz, 2007; Riasi, 2004; Uriely et al., 2002) .
Methodology
The main objective of this study was to evaluate the effects of online marketing on Iranian ecotourism industry. The size of the statistical society of this research was 865 which included travel agency managers and managers of ecotourism marketing websites. Because participants in a decision-making process tend to overstate their own influence (Atuahene-Gima & Evangelista, 2000) , the respondents chosen for this research were senior managers, to whom staff from different areas within a business unit report. In order to choose a sample of 50 managers, stratified random sampling was used. The reason to use stratified random sampling was that subpopulations within the overall population varied. The sample included 37 travel agency managers and 13 managers from ecotourism marketing websites. Travel agency managers who answered the questionnaires were from travel agencies located in Isfahan, Tehran, Mashhad, and Shiraz. Fig. 2 shows the personal characteristics of questionnaire respondents. In order to accept or reject the research's hypotheses, a questionnaire with 48 questions was created; each statement in the questionnaire was scored on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 7. The questions and hypotheses were designed based on economic, sociological, and cultural aspects of Iranian ecotourism industry. The study had eight hypotheses:
1) The total number of domestic tourists who visited Iran's natural tourist attractions increased as a result of implementing online marketing strategies in this industry.
2) The total number of foreign tourists who visited Iran's natural tourist attractions increased as a result of implementing online marketing strategies in this industry. 3) Investment in Iranian ecotourism industry increased as a result of implementing online marketing strategies in this industry.
4) Travels to Iran's historical tourist attractions have been decreased as a result of implementing online marketing strategies in the country's ecotourism industry.
5) Implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry, helps the country to expand its cultural tourism in rural areas.
6) Implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry, helps the country to expand its hospitality industry.
7) Online marketing helps to create more job opportunities in Iranian ecotourism industry.
8) Implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry, helps to improve working conditions in this industry.
To check the reliability of the research questionnaire, internal consistency and split-half methods were used. The Cronbach's alpha (Cronbach, 1951) was calculated with SPSS software. The questionnaire's Cronbach's alpha was 0.83, indicating suitable internal consistency and reliability. In the split-half analysis, results indicated that Cronbach's alpha was 0.85 for the first 24 questions of the questionnaire, and 0.81 for the latter 24 questions. Since the difference between the two amounts was not significant, the reliability of the questionnaire was accepted. In order to confirm the validity of the questionnaire, its content validity was examined. The content validity was unanimously accepted by a group of four experts including two faculty members and two professional travel agents.
In order to accept or reject the research's hypotheses, one-sample t-test was conducted with the use of SPSS software. One sample t-test assesses whether a sample value differs from the hypothesized value or not. In other words it measures whether the mean of a normally distributed population has a value specified in the null hypothesis. The one-sample t-test is used when we have a normal population or n > 30 while is unknown. In testing the null hypothesis that the populations mean is equal to a specified value μ0, one uses the following formula:
where ̅ is the sample mean, s is the sample standard deviation of the sample and n is the sample size. The degrees of freedom used in this test was n − 1. In Order to calculate the amount of the sample standard deviation (s), one uses the following formula:
where N−1 equals the number of degrees of freedom in the vector of residuals ( 1 − ̅ , … , − ̅ ) (Azar & Momeny, 2010) . Once a t-value is determined, a p-value can be found using a table of values from Student's t-distribution. If the calculated p-value is below the statistical significance level (0.05), then the null hypothesis (H0) is rejected in favor of the alternative hypothesis (H1). In order to find the p-value we used right-tailed hypothesis testing.
Before performing the t-test, Kolmogorov-Smirnov test (KS test) was done in order to make sure that the data were normally distributed. For this test, the confidence level was set at 95 percent. According to KS test results the P for our data was equal to 0.54. Since P=0.54 is higher than 0.05, the null hypothesis was accepted and it was concluded that our data followed a normal distribution with mean=0.2841 and standard deviation=1.098.
Results

First Hypothesis
H0: The total number of domestic tourists who visited Iran's natural tourist attractions did not increase as a result of implementing online marketing strategies in this industry.
H1: The total number of domestic tourists who visited Iran's natural tourist attractions increased as a result of implementing online marketing strategies in this industry.
Because the p-value of 0.073 is more than 0.05, hypothesis H0 is accepted and hypothesis H1 is rejected at the 95% confidence level (Table 1) . 
Second Hypothesis
H0: The total number of foreign tourists who visited Iran's natural tourist attractions did not increase as a result of implementing online marketing strategies in this industry.
H1: The total number of foreign tourists who visited Iran's natural tourist attractions increased as a result of implementing online marketing strategies in this industry.
Because the p-value of 0.013 is less than 0.05, hypothesis H0 is rejected and hypothesis H1 is accepted at the 95% confidence level (Table 2) . 
Third Hypothesis
H0: Investment in Iranian ecotourism industry did not increase as a result of implementing online marketing strategies in this industry.
H1: Investment in Iranian ecotourism industry increased as a result of implementing online marketing strategies in this industry.
Because the p-value of 0.114 is more than 0.05, hypothesis H0 is accepted and hypothesis H1 is rejected at the 95% confidence level (Table 3) . Because the p-value of 0.194 is more than 0.05, hypothesis H0 is accepted and hypothesis H1 is rejected at the 95% confidence level (Table 4) . 
Fifth Hypothesis
H0: Implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry, does not help the country to expand its cultural tourism in rural areas.
H1: Implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry, helps the country to expand its cultural tourism in rural areas.
Because the p-value of 0.006 is less than 0.05, hypothesis H0 is rejected and hypothesis H1 is accepted at the 95% confidence level (Table 5) . 
Sixth Hypothesis
H0: Implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry, does not help the country to expand its hospitality industry.
H1: Implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry, helps the country to expand its hospitality industry.
Because the p-value of 0.043 is less than 0.05, hypothesis H0 is rejected and hypothesis H1 is accepted at the 95% confidence level (Table 6 ). 
Seventh Hypothesis
H0: Online marketing does not help to create more job opportunities in Iranian ecotourism industry.
H1: Online marketing helps to create more job opportunities in Iranian ecotourism industry.
Because the p-value of 0.032 is less than 0.05, hypothesis H0 is rejected and hypothesis H1 is accepted at the 95% confidence level (Table 7) . 
Eighth Hypothesis
H0: Implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry, does not help to improve working conditions in this industry H1: Implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry, helps to improve working conditions in this industry
Because the p-value of 0.025 is less than 0.05, hypothesis H0 is rejected and hypothesis H1 is accepted at the 95% confidence level (Table 8) . 
Discussion
The results indicated a great increase in the number of foreign tourists who visited Iran's natural tourist attractions after the implementation of online marketing strategies in this industry. This indicates that online marketing helped Iranian ecotourism industry to penetrate international markets. In contrast, the results indicated that the number of domestic tourists who visited Iran's natural tourist attractions did not significantly increase after the implementation of online marketing strategies in this industry. A possible explanation of this is that since many Iranian households do not have access to the internet, their exposure to online ecotourism advertisements was not significant enough to increase the total number of Iranians who visited natural tourist attractions of their country. Another explanation is that since Iranian people do not rely on online advertisements (Farhadian & Mehrdoust, 2012) , they did not react positively to online marketing strategies which were used by travel agents.
Although the results indicated that the number of foreign tourists who visited Iran's natural tourist attractions increased after implementation of online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry, but Investment in Iranian ecotourism industry did not increase. A possible explanation for this is that unstable economic conditions in Iran is discouraging for foreign investors; this is while low-priced labor in Iran can be encouraging for international investors (Riasi & Amiri Aghdaie, 2013) .
The results also indicated that travels to Iran's historical tourist attractions did not decrease after implementing online marketing strategies in the country's ecotourism industry. One explanation for this is that since the number of domestic tourists who visited natural tourist attractions did not significantly increase, there was no decline in the number of tourists who visited Iran's historical tourist attractions.
The results showed that implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry helps the country to expand its cultural tourism in rural areas. According to Stebbins (1996) "Cultural tourism is a genre of special interest tourism based on the search for and participation in new and deep cultural experiences, whether aesthetic, intellectual, emotional, or psychological". Since most of Iran's natural tourist attractions are located near rural areas, ecotourism and cultural tourism in these areas have strong connections. Cultural attractions in rural areas of Iran include listening to traditional music, eating traditional foods and drinks, watching traditional ceremonies, and buying handcrafts from local people. In recent years, many ecotourism marketing websites have started to introduce these cultural attractions to their customers in order to make their ecotourism tours more appealing. As a result of this, the respondents to this research's questionnaires believed that online marketing in ecotourism industry positively affects cultural tourism in Iran.
The respondents believed that implementing online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry helps the country to expand its hospitality industry. Ecotourism marketing websites work with hotels, car rental companies, restaurants and other components of hospitality industry; the respondents believed that ecotourism marketing websites frequently force these components of hospitality industry to improve the quality of their services and to offer more online services.
Based on the responses to the questionnaires, online marketing helps to create more job opportunities in Iranian ecotourism industry and also helps to improve working conditions in this industry. The growing number of ecotourism marketing websites helps to create more job positions in ecotourism industry. Each new ecotourism marketing website recruits around 10 employees and all of these job positions have relatively high-quality working conditions. Respondents believed that the expansion of online marketing in ecotourism industry also helps to remove unnecessary jobs and at the same time helps to create jobs with more suitable working environment. One reason for the high-quality working conditions at ecotourism marketing websites is that the employees at these companies have a very safe working environment. Another reason for this is that, because of the nature of online marketing, employees can have flexible working hours. Additionally, Iranian ecotourism marketing websites usually pay high salaries to their employees. As a result of this, there is a great demand for working at an ecotourism marketing website. Iranian ecotourism marketing websites are good examples of learning organizations, because they facilitate the learning process for their employees, adapt themselves with new technologies, and choose new methods for penetrating new markets. Working at a learning organization is equal to working under high-quality working conditions, and this is another point which makes a career at an ecotourism marketing website more enjoyable for its employees.
Research Limitations
Since the data were collected through a questionnaire, the results of this study are evaluations based on the current conditions in Iranian ecotourism industry rather than hard observational data. Moreover, since the implementation of online marketing strategies in Iranian ecotourism industry is a moderately new issue, it was not possible to evaluate its long term effects on this industry.
Conclusion
The results suggest that online marketing positively affected some aspects of Iranian ecotourism industry but it was not successful in attracting more domestic tourists to the country's natural tourist attractions and it did not help to increase the amount of investment in this industry. While online marketing was not prosperous in attracting domestic tourists, it helped Iranian ecotourism industry to attract more foreign visitors and as a result of this the industry was supplied with more foreign exchange earnings. Implementing online marketing strategies also had positive effects on cultural tourism, hospitality industry, working conditions, and the job market.
